P hotographic technology has been around for over a century and a half, but serious academic study of photography came into its own only in the second half of the twentieth century. As the fıeld of photography studies matured, scholars began to ponder not only the technological and artistic aspects of the photographic medium but also its cultural and political uses. A turn toward historical and cultural contexts in which photographs circulate has produced greater awareness of how photographs are received and interpreted by their historical audiences. Still, scholarly insights into the historical nature of spectatorship have seldom relied on close analysis of actual viewers' responses. More often than not, photography's capacity to engage audiences has been theorized rather than demonstrated.
It is precisely this gap that Cara A. Finnegan's groundbreaking new book aspires to fıll by focusing on rhetorical activities of historically concrete audiences. Finnegan foregrounds viewers' agency, defıned after Karlyn Kohrs Campbell as the "capacity to act, that is, to have the competence to speak or write in a way that will be recognized or heeded by others in one's community" (7). She locates this agency in the available traces of American viewers' engagement with photographs in four different historical contexts from the Civil War to the Great Depression.
Throughout the case studies, Finnegan models a historically situated approach to viewers' agency, arguing that what viewers see and how they interpret what they see depends on their social knowledge and their membership in particular interpretive communities. While this may be a fairly established theoretical premise, the case studies vividly illustrate the variety and cultural specifıcity of discourses and practices that underlie viewers' judgments about photographs. Chapter 1 explores how audiences regarded images of those who died in the Civil War (disseminated as photographs but more commonly as engravings in print periodicals) and the so-called "spirit photography" (which claimed to represent departed loved ones as present next to a photographed person). The author explores published essays on photography by such enthusiasts as Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. as well as anonymous reporters to show how audiences formed impressions of war photography (to which they had limited access because of the limitations of print technology at the time) through verbal translations of others. Through these verbal accounts, viewers were tutored in ways of looking for and appreciating the quality of "presence" even in the absence of actual visual details. Motivated to reconcile photography's depiction of the horrors of war with their culturally ingrained value of "the Good Death," viewers sought to "communicate with one another about war, grief, loss, and trauma" (32). Finnegan's analysis of responses to spirit photography shows how its critics "mobilized presence to articulate an ethic of viewership" (39) in a time of postwar trauma and grief and how its defenders asserted viewers' prerogative to use "experience, imagination, and 'fancy'" (48) in their interaction with images.
Chapter 2 addresses readers' responses to McClure's 1985 reproduction of a previously unknown daguerreotype portrait of Abraham Lincoln "as a thirty-something, well-groomed, middle-class gentleman" (51). Letter writers saw the image not only as evidence of Lincoln's moral character but also as a superb representation of an ideal American type. The author contextualizes these arguments by revealing the sources of their unspoken premises. These include then-current discourses regarding portraiture, physiognomy, and phrenology, as well as elite anxieties over immigration and minorities. The discussion of Lincoln's character thus doubled as a forum for airing "racial and class anxieties about the changing character of American identity at the end of the nineteenth century" (74).
Chapter 3 demonstrates how discourses informing the ways viewers read photographs can be subject to appropriation, as in the case of the littleknown 490-page report called The Child That Toileth Not: The Story of a Government Investigation by Thomas Robinson Dawley Jr. Dawley's book contains over a hundred photographs of rural Southern children to showcase the benefıts of paid labor over staying on mountain farms. Dawley's volume was a response to "a popular media narrative opposing child labor" (86), and, unlike other examples of viewer response in the book, it works "as a single, extended example of one polemical viewer's exercise of verbal and visual agency" (87). Finnegan situates her analysis of Dawley's polemic in the context of the emerging middle-class ideology of childhood that was in large part invented by photographic practices. She uses a photograph from her own family archive to illustrate how photographs of healthy, carefree children contributed to "visual fıctions of childhood" (83). In their depictions of the inhumanity of the child labor system, reformers mobilized this visual fıction to argue that child labor threatened not only "the sacred status of the American child" but also the health of the nation as a whole. For its part, Dawley's book appropriated the conventions of child labor photography by contrasting depictions of "healthy" young factory laborers with those of unhealthy "mountain" children and by reframing existing "muckraking" photographs of children at work in mills.
In chapter 4, the author revisits the subject of her fırst book-pictures of Depression-era rural poverty taken by photographers employed by the Historical Section of the Farm Security Administration (FSA). Here, she turns her attention to visitors' responses to an exhibit of FSA photographs organized under the aegis of the First International Photographic Exposition in New York in April 1938. Finnegan argues that viewers' comments (recorded on three-by-fıve cards) deserve to be studied as "signifıcant rhetorical texts in their own right" (129), as they offer evidence of how a large and diverse set of visitors negotiated "the reading problems posed by the FSA's contemporary documentary photographs of poor rural America" (130). While I am not persuaded that these 540 responses represented "average Americans" (129), the author's analysis of their major themes amply demonstrates that these were "picture-minded people" who were capable of drawing-and sharing-moral and political lessons from their encounter with the photographs.
Making Photography Matter traces how American audiences of photography developed into "picture-minded people" by the late 1930s. The author not only recovers viewers' agency as a major consideration for any analysis of photography but also painstakingly and eloquently reconstructs the rhetorical sources of this agency in each particular period. In her conclusion, the author refers to these sources as "an implicit but sophisticated repertoire" (170). The traces of viewers' engagement with photographs give us only a glimpse of this repertoire, but Finnegan's skill allows her to render explicit the cultural and social knowledges that historical viewers drew upon in their interactions with photographs. As the author admits, there is no universal repertoire that all viewers share-indeed, "viewership is not the same in all places and situations; rather, it emerges from the photographic encounter in ways that are simultaneously contextual, communal, contestable, and contingent" (173) .
I appreciated this reflection but wondered whether the author could have introduced her understanding of the "repertoire" in an earlier chapter. Furthermore, given the tremendous archival work that must have gone into each of the case studies, it would have been useful to give the reader a look "under the hood" of the author's process of selection and interpretation. It would have been both informative and exciting to get a sense of the author's journey into "the historically specifıc interpretive communities" (8). Nevertheless, I believe that Finnegan's new book is bound to become a landmark study of photography's audiences. C hristian Spielvogel's book Interpreting Sacred Ground: The Rhetoric of National Civil War Parks and Battlefıelds demonstrates the value that a distinctly rhetorical perspective brings to the examination of historical narrative. The cultivated habit of "overlooking the simultaneous existence of multiple public memories," Spielvogel explains, paves the way for dominant, albeit contested, public memories to "appear unifıed and consensual" (9-10). Rather than being inevitable, meaning is attributed to historical events by interested parties seeking to direct the meaning of the past for present purposes. Within this framework, Interpreting Sacred Ground offers a "close rhetorical analysis" of Gettysburg National Military Park, Harpers Ferry National Historical
